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cannot justly impose burdens or restrictions on units which had no voice in its creation.
Such imposition of burdens on one particular section of a community would be
-tyrannical, and must ultimately tend to endanger the political fabric of that commu-
nity. The very raison d'etre of the Government would, in these circumstances, become
open to question.
There is so much force in what Thoreau has written on the ethics of passive
resistance that I make no apology for introducing here some of the relevant passages
bearing on the subject of civil disobedience.
Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavour to
amend them, and obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress
them at once? Men generally, under such a government as this, (United
States) think that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority
to alter them. They think that, if they should resist, the remedy would be
worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy
is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate
and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does
it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to be
on the alert to point out its faults, and do better than it would have [by] them ?
Action from principle, the perception and performance of right, changes
things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist wholly
with anything which was. It not only divides"states and churches, it divides
families: ay, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from
the divine.
Speaking of the inconsistent side of the aggregate intelligence placed in
authority and power, he says:
After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of
the people^ a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule,
is not because they are most likely to be in the right, not because this seems
fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a
Government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice^
even as far as men understand it.
Again:
I think that it is enough if they have God on their side without waiting
for that other one. Moreover, any man more right than his neighbours consti-
tutes a majority of one already. . . Under a government which imprisons any
unjustly the true place for a just man is also prison.
Modern conditions have altered the whole face of State administration. The
voting system under a party government often, however, places an illiberal group of
men in place and power. To meet conditions of this kind, Thoreau exhorts all honest
men in this wise:
Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence.
A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even a
minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight.